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Bach’s Seven Solo Harpsichord Concerti
Within the history o f musical forms, Bach’s harpsichord concerti initiated the genre of 
the keyboard concerto. His harpsichord concerti appeared laté in his Creative output in 
terms o f  his instrumental concerti. The harpsichord took on a new role. No longer vvas it 
used only as a continuo instrument -  now it was considered a solo instrument in the genre 
o f conccrtcd music.
Among Bach’s fourteen surviving keyboard concertos scored variously fór one to four 
harpsichords, only óné was originally conceived as such, namely BWV 1061 fór two 
harpsichords, whilc the remainder form transeriptions o f works fór other instruments, 
principally the violin and oboe. The process of “self-borrowings” in relation to the 
harpsichord concerti BWV 1052-1058 represent a retrospective survey of Bach’s pre- 
Leipzig solo concerti, and provide special insight intő Bach’s process of transeription.
It is assumed that Bach arranged many o f  his earlier solo concerti as harpsichord concerti 
in order to provide works fór several o f his pupils, including his eldest sons W.F. and 
C.P.E., and Johann Ludwig Krebs, all accompiished harpsichordists. Perhaps Bach, 
along with his two sons and Krebs premiered his Concerto fór Four Harpsichords in a 
minor, BWV 1065. Another stimulus fór the composition of the harpsichord concerti 
may have been the introduction o f the new instrument at a concert on June 17, 1733, 
where it was touted as “a new harpsichord, the like of which no-one here has ever yet 
heard”.
According to Bach scholars and their examination of autograph scores, watermarks, and 
Bach’s handwriting, the harpsichord concerti were, fór the most part, written during the 
period o f his work with the Coilcgium Musicum in Lcipzig between 1738-1742. The 
Collegia Musica were a major source o f musical entertainment in Leipzig. They were 
secular musical organizations, run mainly by the studenls of the University. In 1729, 
Bach took over one such Collegium, which provided a fórum fór performances of his 
harpsichord concerti.
Four o f the original sources fór Bach’s seven solo harpsichord concerti are lost, though 
variants have been reconstructed in the Neue Bach Ausnabe. vol. Vll/iv (refer to 
Appendix I). The surviving sources of the remaining three Harpsichord Concerti include:
• Violin Concerto in E, BWV 1042 (1717-23), which was later transeribed as the 
Harpsichord Concerto in D, BWV 1054
. •  Brandenburg Concerto no. 4 in G, BWV 1049 (1720, Cöthen), which was 
rewritten as the Harpsichord Concerto in F, BWV 1057
•  Violin Concerto in a minor, BWV 1041 (1717-23), which later appeared as the 
Harpsichord Concerto in g minor, BWV 1058
It was at Cöthen that Bach developed the form of the concerto with his violin concerti 
(concerto grosso, three movements). He was familiar with Vivaldi’s violin concerti and 
transeribed somé of them fór organ while in Weirnar.
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The sources fór the three harpsichord concerti fór one harpsichord and ripieno strings 
(BWV 1054, 1057, and 1058) exist in the form of an autograph score. In referring to 
Appendix I, it is obvious that there is a diíference in keys between the original source and 
the Harpsichord Concerti. The latter were generally arranged a tone lower than their 
original sources. In Bach’s time, two terms fór identifying pitch-standards existed:
1) Cammer-Ton (chamber pitch) was used fór domestic instrumental music
2) Chor-Ton (choir pitch; organ pitch) was used fór church organs and sacred choral 
music’
Different pitch levels fór different ensembles were used throughout the Baroque period. 
Pitch varied írom piacé to piacé -  different pitch standards existed in certain towns. 
Evidently Bach made no connections between notation and “absolute” pitch. It is 
possible then that the Leipzig transcriptions differed in pitch from their original Cöthen 
sources on paper only. However, another theory exists that Bach transposed his 
Harpsichord Concerti fór the sake of accommodating the keyboard. This particular 
theory will be addressed later.
In his book, J.S. Bach. Albert Schweitzer States that the arrangements in the form of the 
harpsichord concerti were "made with quite incredible haste and carelessness” and that 
“either time was pressing, or he [Bach] felt no interest in what he was doing”.* 2 However, 
it is obvious in examining the “arrangements” that Bach carefully thought out his 
reworking procedúra -  he felt that his works were worthy of more than one type of 
appearance.
Bach’s revisions in the form of the Harpsichord Concerti include:
•  The filling in of textures to provide a better effcct on the harpsichord
• Octave transpositions fór a variety in sonority
• The addition of rhythmical or contrapuntal figurations
• Omaments to enrich the textúra
•  The addition of chords to enrich the harmony
In looking at Bach’s process of transcription in the facsimile of the autograph сору of 
his Harpsichord Concerto in D, BWV 1054 (Figura la), it is cvidcnt that Bach copicd 
out the ripieno paris intő the uppér lour staves without any exlensive alterations, then 
later added the harpsichord part, making changes in the process. Figura la illustrates 
the fact that Bach placed the bar lines according to the notes in the string parts. As
' Artliur Mcndcl, "On Ihc Pitchcs in usc in Bach’s Tinic”, The Musical Ouartcrlv xli (1955), 535.
2 Albert Schweitzer, J.S. Bach, vol 1, Irans. Enicst Ncwman (London: A.& C. Black, 1923), 412.
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there was insufficient roont fór tbe rapid notes of the harpsichord part, the bar line 
was then moved over to accommodate them.
Figure la, Autograph manuscript o f Harpsichord Concerto in D, first movement, 
measures 79-83:
Tn comparing measures 11-12 of the Violin Concerto in E (Figure 1b) with the same 
measures o f the Harpsichord Concerto in D (Figure le), the original source does nőt 
contain the scale passage connecting the cadence to the next section. Bach squeezes 
in the revision in the harpsichord part in the autograph сору:





Figure le, Harpsichord Concerto inD:
An example of where Bach actually spills extra notes over intő the next measure in 
his revision can be seen in the autograph сору of the same Harpsichord Concerto:
Figure ld, Harpsichord Concerto in D, first movement, measures 31-35:
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The autograph сору alsó reveals the layers of revision the work had undergone in the 
process o f adaptation fór harpsichord. In comparing measures 62-63 of the original 
source (see Figure le) with the same measures of the autograph manuscript (see Figure 
10, it is evident that changes were made in the sixteenth-note figuralion írom the violin 
part to the harpsichord part. The addition of Germán letter tablature underneath the 
passage shows the revision I f  there was no space tor a correction on the stave, Bach 
often used the system o f letters fór notes.1 It is apparent that Bach decided to create more 
than an exact replica of the original source. Figure lg sbows the revision in the frnal 
version.
Figure le, Violin Concerto, measures 62-63:
Figure lf, Autograph manuscript, measures 62-63.
3 The letter В in Germán tablature rcpresents a B-flat; the letter H rcprcscnls a B-natural.
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Figure lg, Harpsichord Concerto, measures 62-63:
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Figures 2a and 2b provide a comparison between Bach’s Violin Concerto in a minor and 
his adaptation fór harpsichord, the Harpsichord Concerto in g minor, BWV 1058. In the 
latter, the music is enriched both harmonically and texturaüy with the employment o f the 
harpsichord as the solo instrument. A dialogue is formed between the sixleenth-note 
figurations in the bass of the harpsichord part and the origina! upper part.
Figure 2a, Violin Concerto in a, firsl movement, measures 25-30:
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Figure 2b, Harpsichord Concerto in g, first movement, measures 25-30:
Bach perhaps transposed his Harpsichord Concerti a tonc lower than the original sources 
fór the sake o f accommodating the keyboard. According to Howard Schott in his book, 
Piaving the Harpsichord. Bach’s harpsichord probably oniy had a compass from GG to 
d '"4. Therefore, a transposition scems mented. However, this particular thcory is totally 
debunked when comparing his Violin Concerto in a minor with his Harpsichord Concerto 
in g minor (Figures 3a and 3b). In the Violin Concerto, the solo violin part often inadé 
use o f g'", as seen in Figure 3a, measure 15. Bach provided a type of octave 
displacement in the harpsichord part (see Figure 3b, mm 14-15), as the transposition 
alone did nőt accommodate the compass ofthe harpsichord:
Figure 3a, Violin Concerto in a, second movement, mm. 14-15:
ц Howard Scholl, Piaving Ihe Harpsichord (London: Fabcrand Fabcr, 1971), 25.
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Figure 3b, Harpsichord Concerto in g, second movement, mm. 14-15:
Figurc 3 b alsó provides an examplc proving titat in transeribing the Violin Concerto 
fór harpsichord, Bach carefully took intő account the natúré of the instrument. 
Because of the lack of sustaining power, the addition of keyboard figurádon in 
contrary motion fills the void that would otherwise render a thin and frail keyboard 
texture
In the case o f his transposition of the Brandenburg Concerto no. 4 to the Harpsichord 
Concerto in F, Bach niade more extensive alterations. In the second movement of the 
Harpsichord Concerto, Bach incorporatcs both recorder parts, in addition to the solo 
violin part intő the harpsichord part. The altemation principle of solo and tutti is still 
apparent, wilh the dialogue occurring between the harpsichord and tutti sections. 
Near the end of the movement, the addition of an ornamental upper line adds textúrái 
cnrichmcnt to the harpsichord part (sec Figure 4c), and a rising chromatic line in the 
recorder part creatcs a contrary motion with the harpsichord line (see Figure 4d) -  
neither exists in the originai source (compare with Figures 4a and 4b):
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Figure 4a, Brandenburg Concerto no. 4 in G, second movement, mm. 56-60:
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Figure 4b, mm. 68-71:
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Figure 4c, Harpsichord Concerto in F, second movement, mm. 56-60:
Figure A d ,  mm. 68-71:
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Bach took intő account the natúré of the harpsichord when transcribing the brilliant violin 
passages in the first movement o f the Brandenburg Concerto. As the harpsichord tends to 
sound weak and thin in the upper register, the added thirty-second notes (see Figure 5b) 
thicken the texture and incrcase the volume of the instrument (comparc with Figure 5a):
Figure 5a, Brandenburg Concerto no 4, first movement, mm 90-97
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Figure 5b, Harpsichord Concerto in F, first movement, mm, 90-97:
It is apparent that Bach’s process o f transcriptíon displays his flexibility -  he did nőt 
hesitate to use the same matéria! fór a very different ínstrument. Bach’s treatment of the 
works is nőt simply that of transcriptíon, or fitting a violin part to the keyboard. The 
matéria! was transformed intő an entirely new creation, as “transcription ieads to revision 
and revision to the expression o f totaüy new ideas”.5 These new ideas in Bach’s 
Harpsichord Concerti constitute a combination of his appreciation of the natúré of the 
instrument and his phenomenal craftsmanship
5 Alfréd Mann, “Bach’s Parody Technique and its Fronticrs” Bach Sludics, Ed. Don O. Franklin 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 5.
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APPENDIX I
Oriiiiiial Source Concerto to Cantata Hamsichord Concerto
(lost violin concerto)-^ I Sinfonia of Cantata 146
II Chorus of Cantata 146
III Sinfonia of Cantata 188
1) d minor, BWV 1052
(lost oboe concerto) -> Cantata no. 35 
Sinfonia o f Cantata no. 49 
parts of Cantata no. 169
2) E Major, BWV 1053
Violin Concerto in E, 
BWV 1042
3) D Major, BWV 1054
(lost oboe d'amore 
concerto)
4) A Major, BWV 1055
(lost oboe concerto 
in g minor)
5) f  minor, BWV 1056 
(1 and 1П)
Brandenburg Concerto 
no. 4 in G, BWV 1049
6) F Major, BWV 1057
Violin Concerto in 
a minor, BWV 1041
-» 7) g minor, BWV 1058
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